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Solomon, king of the united kingdom of Israel, is often regarded
as the most intelligent person to have lived: he is the only man
described as exceptionally wise across the Old Testament, the
Quran and the Hadiths. The tenth-century author George
Merchule opens his Life of Gregory of Handzta with a proverb
attributed to Solomon: “Speech is silver, but silence is golden.”

A contemporary teenager is asked to study a lengthy
hagiographical text of old Georgian literature for a month,
memorising numerous names and narrative particulars. When the
intellectual struggle with tenth-century syntax is finally overcome,
and the course is duly passed, a moment of logical satisfaction
follows: without Gregory of Handzta — a Georgian monk active in
the late eighth and early ninth centuries — modern Georgia might
not exist. If someone suggests, jokingly, that a more developed
state could have become the homeland of the people who have
occupied this territory for nearly three millennia, a young
Georgian can reply because George Merchule chose “speech”
over “silence” and recorded the story of “the man of heaven and
the angel of the earth.”
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Elder Gregory of Handzta is a central historical figure
whose efforts were instrumental in preserving Georgia’s
independence, despite the country’s ongoing political and
economic challenges. Thanks to this zealous reformer, Georgians
still light candles in the churches and cathedrals of their forebears
and worship in a language that has changed little over the
centuries. The testamentary maxim “Homeland, Language,
Religion,” attributed to St Elijah the Righteous (born as Ilia
Chavchavadze), has endured into the twenty-first century and, by
various routes, Georgia remains independent, with sovereignty
recognised by the Group of Seven and the overwhelming majority
of the international community. Many stateless peoples, far larger
than the Georgians, aspire to and struggle for similar recognition.

The Kurdish population, estimated at between 30 and 45
million, inhabit their traditional homeland across c. 50,000 square
kilometres; they possess a distinct language and rich culture but
lack statehood because Kurdistan was partitioned among Turkey,
Iran, Syria, and Iraq. A similar fate has befallen the descendants
of the Assyrian civilisation, whose homeland was divided by the
same states, leaving some 3.3 million Assyrians as minorities in
their ancestral region.

Other indigenous peoples enduring political statelessness
include: ¢. 76 million Tamils, ¢. 27 million Sikhs, c. 16 million
Occitans, c¢. 15 million Uyghurs, c. 12 million Zulu, c. 8 million
Mon, c¢. 8 million Circassians, c. 7 million Maya, ¢. 6 million
Riffians, c. 6 million Shan, c. 5.6 million Kashmiris, ¢. 3 million
Basques, c. 2 million Chechens and fewer than 0.5 million Ingush,
among others.

The Tibetans, who live on the “roof of the world,” have
experienced a comparably tragic history. Under the guise of the
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“peaceful liberation of Tibet,” the homeland of the Dalai Lama
became incorporated into the People’s Republic of China; the
process was so thorough that the international community was
unable to intervene effectively. In 1951, the annexation of Tibet
by the PRC resulted in substantial loss of life, the destruction of
monasteries and the imprisonment of many; estimates suggest up
to 1.2 million deaths and the destruction of thousands of
monasteries. The post-war international order lacked either the
will or the capacity to resist, and Tibet was formally recognised as
Chinese territory. As China has grown into a global power, few
states are willing to challenge Beijing regarding a
seventy-year-old event. In March 2020, Qin Gang, who has been
a senior foreign ministry official since 2018, asserted that “there
is no absolute freedom in any place in the world.”

Some actors rewrite the past to suit their interests; others are
silenced by political correctness. Some politicians speak candidly
and act accordingly; others refrain from insensitive remarks and
practise cautious silence. Such double standards are widely
accepted in principle. In this context, despite domestic problems,
officially being recognised by the rest of the world as a citizen of
Georgia remains a significant advantage: no one can be certain
what the future will bring.

The twelfth-century Georgian poet Shota Rustaveli wrote
that “sometimes speech is better than silence, sometimes by
speaking we spoil (things).” Choosing the appropriate moment to
speak is essential when the future of a people is at stake. The
Kurds and the Tibetans were unfortunate in this regard. The Jews
might have suffered a similar fate had they not been subject to the
horrors of Nazism; the state of Israel was declared on 14 May
1948, whereas Kurdish aspirations suffered another setback on 15
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December 1946. In practice, realised ambitions seldom produce
unequivocally happy endings; Palestine, which remains the most
intractable of eastern conflicts, exemplifies this complexity. One
might wonder whether the wise King Solomon would comment
on such matters or remain silent.

“Silver peech or golden silence? To speak, or not to speak?
That is the question.” Every human life confronts this dilemma.
The answer varies according to circumstance.

Clerical traditions have often prized silence. The
fourteenth-century English hermit and mystic Richard Rolle of
Hampole observed in his commentary on The Psalter that
“disciplyne of silence is goed, that we auyse vs or we speke” (on
Psalm CXVIII from a 1340 manuscript). The principle echoes
Solomon’s proverb but in a more generalised form.

The proverb’s origin is obscure — its authors and early
transmitters kept silent about it — yet its counsel remains
universally resonant. Consequently, the maxim endures in
everyday language and in contemporary digital discourse.

Across generations, humans repeatedly confront the
rhetorical dilemma of whether to employ verbal communication.
In Arthur Conan Doyle’s fiction, the Diogenes Club — ostensibly
co-founded by Mycroft Holmes, Sherlock’s elder brother —
enforces absolute silence throughout this private gentlemen’s
club, except the Stranger’s Room, to afford its members refuge
from external noise and enable undistracted thought. The
association between the club and the ancient cynic Diogenes has
been debated: if Sir Arthur Conan Doyle intentionally invoked the
Greek figure, it may reflect wry British humour. Doyle did not
explain his choice.
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One relevant similarity between the outspoken cynic and
the taciturn English gentlemen of the Diogenes Club is their
shared rejection of prevailing social values. Diogenes criticised
and mocked contemporary society, including Plato and Alexander
the Great; the Diogenes Club’s silent protest repudiated the vanity
of Victorian London. Both methods achieve the same objective by
different means. Thus, the importance of a position may outweigh
the mere choice between speaking and remaining silent; the
decision is contextually determined.

The capacity to form and express opinions is valuable far
beyond diplomacy. In both offline and online life — notably after
the acceleration of global digital activity following the 2020
pandemic — words have acquired immense value.

The “spiral of silence” can suppress free expression and the
human spirit. Peter the Disciple’s denial of Jesus exemplifies this
phenomenon. The Gospels recount that Peter denied Christ three
times before the rooster crowed, then repented bitterly. Tradition
holds that Peter later chose an inverted crucifixion, seeing himself
unworthy to die as Christ did.

Both scripture and daily life present the recurring dilemma
of when silence is preferable to speech. We frequently err in our
choice; even success in deciding does not guarantee successful
implementation. Perhaps for this reason, the ancient proverb
retains its force: speech is silver while silence is golden. After this
extended consideration of silence, it is fitting to fall silent; as a
Georgian proverb suggests, one might then hear the angels’ wings
as they pass by.
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